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Boardroom Identities: Can Independence be ‘Cued’ in Directors? 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
    Director independence is a cornerstone of fiduciary responsibility and good corporate 
governance.  However, most directors are recruited because of the roles and networks they hold, meaning 
that there is an expectation that identities held by a director outside the boardroom will be used to benefit 
the company.  While this often works well, it is acknowledged that many directors, either consciously or 
subconsciously, will at times allow themselves to be influenced by their other roles to the detriment of the 
governance process.  In this paper we argue that identity theory can be used to explore the impact of 
‘identity’ on corporate governance and that practical tools can be developed to actively assist directors to 
maintain ‘independence’ in the boardroom. 
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Ensuring directors are making decisions in the best interests of the company they serve is one of the central 
issues of corporate governance (Baxt 2009; Bainbridge 2003). This position is reflected in the predominance 
of regulatory requirements (e.g. APS 510; Sarbanes-Oxley Act 2002; Financial Reporting Council’s 
Combined Code on Corporate Governance 2008) and recommendations (e.g. ASX Corporate Governance 
Council 2007; Cadbury Report 1992) concerning the independence of directors. 
However, there is still no clear academic evidence that a director who is ‘independent’ is more likely to 
make decisions in the best interests of the company than any other director (See Daily, Dalton, Johnson & 
Ellstrand 1999 or Rhoades, Rechner & Sundaramurthy 2000 for meta-analyses of this literature).  
Consequently, management scholars have expressed a need for a better understanding of the mechanisms 
though which corporate governance works and are calling for a broadening of the research agenda (e.g. 
Daily, Dalton & Cannella 2003).  We contend that applying identity theory to the area of corporate 
governance will provide greater insight into the social and psychological mechanisms behind corporate 
decision making so as to reconcile the differences between what we expect and what we observe in the use 
of independent directors. 
In this paper, we develop the idea that director identity is linked to performance of the board’s role in an 
organization’s corporate governance system (e.g. Hillman, Nicholson & Shropshire 2008).  We propose that 
identity theory can be usefully employed to explore how a director’s identification with salient roles affects 
their performance of governance functions.  More specifically, we suggest that exploring transition rituals 
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and transition cues into and out of salient roles may provide the information required for the development of 
a suite of practical tools to assist directors to maintain identities most salient to the boardroom. 
Identity Theory and the Role of Director 
Identity (i.e. who we think we are (Stets & Burke 2000)) determines how we behave and interact with other 
people. A key element of a person’s identity reflects the roles they play in society.  Part of who people think 
they are is based on the various roles they play (Burke 1980).  More specifically, role identity1 comprises 
both the roles an individual possesses (Biddle 1979) and the requirements and expectations attached to those 
roles (McCall & Simmons 1978; Stryker 1980). Our internalised understanding of these roles, and the 
behavioural expectations we believe are associated with them, help to shape who we are, what we think, 
how we behave and how we feel (McCall & Simmons 1978; Stryker 1980, 1987, 1994).   
The role of ‘director’ has pre-existing socially defined meaning, reinforced by legislation, so it is likely that 
people appointed to this role will already have some preconceptions of the role expectations.  This role 
schema is ‘a cognitive structure that organizes one’s knowledge about the typical or appropriate behaviours 
expected of a person occupying a given position’ (Ashforth 2001: 279). Conforming with this role schema is 
necessary for the individual to be seen as a legitimate role holder (Neale and Griffin 2006).  However, 
directors are commonly recruited not for their previous experience as directors, but for their human and 
social capital (Hillman & Dalziel 2003; Nicholson & Kiel, 2004).  Specifically, a director’s existing personal 
and professional networks or role as a representative of a specific company (e.g. financiers) are thought to 
improve a company’s access to scarce resources (Pfeffer & Selancik 1978).  Similarly, the skills gleaned 
from specific professions or as members of the executive management team are thought to improve their 
human capital and improve the quality of decision-making by the board. We contend that this is evidence of 
an expectation that a director is expected to use these other roles to benefit the company (Kile & Loscavio 
1996; Golden-Biddle & Rao 1997; Huse 1998; Naylor 2006).  
We contend that the multiplicity of identities shared by directors is at the heart of much of the corporate 
governance debate.  For instance, governance scholars traditionally classify directors as insiders (or 
executive directors) or outsiders (non-executive directors) (Daily, Johnson & Dalton 1999).  The 
                                                
1 We recognise the importance of Social Identity Theory in the development of an individual’s identity, but limit our discussion to the more 
accepted use of Identity Theory to reflect identification with a role.  
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terminology itself highlights the multiple roles that directors play.  In the case of an inside (or executive) 
director, the individual will have an operational position, such as a key manager in the organization as well 
as a role as a director in the organization.  Similarly, the outside (or non-executive) directors have a role in 
the organization as a director, but also have other roles they play (e.g. partner in a law firm or 
director/manager of another organisation).  The potential conflicts between roles goes to the heart of a 
director’s fiduciary duty to avoid conflicts of interest and conflicts of duty (Bainbridge 2002; Baxt 2009).   
The conflict is also central to agency theory (e.g. Eisenhardt 1989; Hendry 2002), the predominant theory in 
corporate governance research (Daily, Dalton & Canella 2003).   
Gunz and Gunz (2007) examined the impact of identity on ethical decision making amongst individuals 
employed as Corporate Counsel in various organisations. Using vignettes mostly based on a real-life 
corporate scandal, participants were asked to select one of two possible courses of action that should be 
taken.  The options were designed to illicit a sense of commitment to either corporate management, or to 
legal independence (at the risk of upsetting management).  Participants who had a more salient 
organisational identity, were found to be more likely to choose the actions that would be more in keeping 
with an employee of the organisation rather than that of a lawyer.  Further, the findings suggest that 
membership of an organisation’s top management team is more likely to raise the salience of an 
organisational identity over professional identity, implying that the desire to provide advice the management 
team would like to hear may override the provision of independent legal advice that they are hired for.   
These findings have important implications for corporate governance.  While in many situations the multiple 
roles a director holds may be in harmony or at least neutral, at times roles may compete with each other, and 
in these cases, the role which is more salient, becomes dominant (Stryker 2007).  How salient a role is 
depends largely on the strength of ‘commitment’ to the role, which is determined by the number, intensity, 
and value of the relationships that would be lost or damaged if the role was not invoked (Stryker 1987).  In 
addition, affect (McCall & Simmons 1978; Stryker 2004), personal traits (Stryker 1987, 2007; Burke 2004), 
and situational cues (Stryker 1980; Ashforth 2001) may also facilitate the rise in salience of one identity role 
over another. 
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Therefore, identity theory appears a useful construct for investigating how directors manage these multiple 
roles, transition between role identities to improve our understanding of the “black box” of board decision 
making (Huse, 1998). 
Role Transitioning 
Modern living has caused an increasing institutionalization of roles within society and organizations.  (Katz 
& Kahn 1978; Ritzer 1996; Ashforth 2001). This institutionalisation has changed the way in which roles are 
‘taken on’ by people. In the business arena, organisational form and structure allows a role (e.g. the director 
role) to continue while the individual (i.e. the role occupant) moves on.  It similarly allows for multiple 
actors to take on the same role simultaneously (Oatley 1990). At the same time, people are increasingly 
mobile across roles, especially in their careers. Since both individuals and the organizations they work for 
require people to adapt and move between roles faster than ever before (e.g. Arthur & Rousseau 1996; 
Cappelliu, Bassi, Katz, Knoke, Osterman & Useem 1997) role transitioning has become increasingly 
important.  Role transitioning describes how people either move from one role into another, or change their 
subjective orientation toward a role already held (Louis 1980). 
Ashforth (2001) suggests two main types of role transitions, namely (1) macro-transitions which are 
infrequent, and usually permanent (e.g. changing jobs or retiring) and (2) micro-transitions which are more 
iterative. Micro-role transitions are transitions between simultaneously held roles or role alternations (Allen 
& Van de Vliert 1984) and differ from macro-role transitions primarily due to their recurring and often 
frequent nature (Ashforth 2001). In most instances, directors experience micro-role transitions. For example, 
in a single day a director could start the morning in a management role, then transition into a director role for 
a board meeting then transition back to the management role after the board meeting closes.  Since we are 
interested in managing the conflicts of interest presented by multiple roles, this paper will focus on the 
micro-role transitioning of directors rather than the macro transition of becoming a director. 
Micro-role transitions do not create a new role identity, but rather allow the individual to move between pre-
existing roles (Allen & Van de Vliert 1984). Micro-role transitions occur by traversing mental boundaries 
which the role holder will have drawn around certain people or activities and may also involve physical 
transitioning (Ashforth 2001). However, the ease of transition into and out of the director role is likely to be 
influenced by a number of factors.   
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Burr (1972) examined a number of theoretical propositions pertinent to the ease of role transitions.  Some of 
these propositions relate mainly to the macro-transition of being appointed a director (such as ‘anticipatory 
socialisation’ – which is the opportunity to learn the role before being appointed); however some could be 
relevant to micro-transitions such as ‘role clarity’, meaning “the degree to which there is a set of explicit 
definitions of the reciprocal behaviour expected” (Burr 1972: 409).  He suggests that while strong role 
clarity facilitates the ease of transition into a role, it may make it more difficult to exit.  Normative guidelines 
highlight the importance of role clarity to directors with advice to have clarity around the role of the board 
(e.g. ASX Corporate Governance Council 2007) and to provide the board with a clear induction of 
expectations of the role (e.g. Kiel & Nicholson 2003).  Together, the theory on identity transitions and 
normative guidance for boards suggests that: 
P1:  Directors with strong role clarity have less problems transitioning into 
their director role but more difficulty transitioning out of the role 
Burr (1972) also proposed that greater role conflict makes it easier to transition out of a role, and harder to 
transition in.  Similarly, roles that facilitate goal attainment and those that do not require a great deal of 
normative change will be ease transition strain.  This is closely aligned to Hillman et. al.’s (2008) conclusion 
that aligned identities will amplify board role execution while conflict will negatively impact on board role 
execution.   
It may also be argued that many directors will have highly permeable boundaries surrounding their director 
identity as they are recruited to the position because of ‘other roles’ they hold.  Permeability is the ‘extent to 
which a role allows one to be physically located in one domain but psychologically and/or behaviourally 
involved in another role’ (Ashforth 2001: 263). It is likely that some directors experience confusion about 
when they are expected to act as a ‘director’ and when to act in the identity role for which they were 
recruited (for example, lawyer or CEO).  In the absence of cues, it would be understandable if the ‘other 
role’ identity was not transitioned out of whilst conducting their director duties.  Instead, these directors may 
see a Board meeting as a behavioural opportunity to reaffirm their more salient identity – that of the ‘other 
role’ (Stryker 1987; Stryker & Burke 2000).   
Thus, we would propose that:   
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P2:  As conflict between a director’s roles increases, they will have more 
difficulty transitioning into their director role but less difficulty 
transitioning out of the role.  
Transition Rituals 
Transition rituals are a common method of psychologically preparing for transition into, or out of a role 
(Ashforth 2001).  As a form of social transition, they have their origin in work on rites of passage.  These 
rites of passage are “rituals or ceremonies that facilitate movement of one or more individuals from one role 
to another” (Ashforth, Kreiner & Fugate 2000: 478).  Van Gennep’s seminal 1908 work (1960: 11) defined 
three types of transition rites: “rites of separation”, “transition rites” and “rites of incorporation”.  These 
equate to rites that facilitate role exit, movement, and entry respectively.  In an organisational context, rites 
of separation include the psychological and social processes that support an individual’s disengagement 
from their role such as a farewell function.  These rites provide an opportunity for both the role exiter and 
other group members to acknowledge the departure.  Rites of transition facilitate movement into a role (e.g. 
searching for a job), help to define and understand the role (e.g. company orientation procedures), and form 
an impression for other group members to help them understand the newcomer (e.g. bringing in family 
pictures for the desk).  Rites of incorporation facilitate the internalisation of a role (e.g. joining the union, 
adopting company values) and the social acceptance by other group members that one belongs (e.g. going 
through initiation rituals) (Ashforth 2001). 
When considering micro-transitions, roles are not so much ‘permanently exited’, as ‘temporarily suspended’, 
and the components of the rites of passage are less psychologically and socially taxing than with macro-role 
transitions. (Ashforth 2001: 261)  Therefore micro-transition rituals are likely to be relatively ‘every day’ 
processes that either consciously or subconsciously cue the individual for a role transition.  Examples could 
be officially closing a meeting (rite of separation); putting on suit jacket for a board meeting (rite of 
transition); or reading an agenda and board papers (rite of incorporation). 
Repetition often transforms a transition ritual into an automated response as the individual builds an internal 
transition script or transition schema (Goodwin & Ziegler 1998; Poole, Gray & Gioia 1990).  A transition 
schema is “a cognitive structure that specifies the typical (descriptive) or appropriate (normative) sequence 
of behaviours and events in a goal-oriented situation or process” (Ashforth Kreiner, Fugate & Johnson, 
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2001: 278). This transition schema allows individuals to use less conscious feeling or thought to transition 
between roles.  Over time, with the repetition of the schema, individuals can begin to slip easily from one 
role to another (Ashforth & Fried 1988).  Although board meetings are usually infrequent, and the duties of 
non-executive directors sporadic, it is possible that experienced directors may have a somewhat automated 
ritual to transition into their director role.  If this is the case, we would expect that inexperienced directors 
may be less well equipped to transition into and out of the ‘director’ role so that: 
P3:  Less experienced directors require more conscious transitioning rituals 
and have greater difficulty transitioning into and out of their role 
Subconscious transition processes pose a problem for researchers as it becomes increasingly difficult to 
identify, both for the researcher and the participant.  We anticipate that experienced directors may find it 
difficult to articulate the series of events that occur with the role transition.  Emerging technologies, 
however, make it likely this is not an impossible task (e.g. Pentland 2008). 
To date there has been no investigation we know of into what specific transition rituals are being used by 
directors to transition into their director identity.  However, we can speculate that part of the ritual into a 
director role may include reading the board papers, travel to the board meeting, dressing differently for the 
board meeting, meeting in a different place, perhaps pre-meetings with other directors, and following the 
agenda during the meeting.  What is less clear is the role identity transitions that may occur during the 
decision making process. 
Transition Cues 
As well as transition rituals, both micro-role and macro-role transitions may be prompted by some 
combination of external and internal cues which increase the salience of a given identity (George & Brief 
1996).  Typical external cues include time, completion of a task, change of physical location or clothing, and 
various social signals (Ashforth 2001).  Internal cues usually fall into one of two categories; (1) push factors 
(which essentially ‘push’ a person out of the role) such as exhaustion, hunger, a sense of closure or 
interruptions; and (2) pull factors (which pull people into another role usually by offering an opportunity not 
available in the current role) such as opportunities to raise self esteem, or a desired experience to address 
push concerns (Ashforth 2001) 
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Cues to transition into or out of a role are often a dynamic social process.  That is, certain situational or 
social cues may trigger behaviour, which in turn, triggers behavioural responses in others, which provides 
verbal or nonverbal feedback to affirm our identity, or to transition us into another role.  Affective 
expressions are a common way of signalling information about the strength of commitment and salience of 
identity both from and to an individual (Stryker 2004).  In effect, expressions can be ‘cues’ which trigger 
transitions into, and out of, role identities.  In a board room, we contend non-verbal signals can be a powerful 
trigger to transition people into, and out of, their ‘director’ role or to reaffirm and maintain salience of the 
director identity.  Acute emotional outbursts, may be an effective trigger – heightening the salience of one or 
other identities (Stryker 2004). 
Golden-Biddle and Rao (1997) found that unexpected behaviour in a role (asking a question when the norm 
was to not question) by one director in the boardroom created a conflict of commitment for other directors.  
The interruption  led to an inability of other directors to maintain the dual organisational identities of 
“vigilant monitor” and “friendly, supportive colleague” usually expected of them.   
Further, their research provided evidence of cuing behaviour by the Chair to reduce the directors’ conflict.  
He provided the opportunity for them to reduce the salience of the role ‘vigilant monitor’ (by asserting a 
committee had undertaken this role to a satisfactory standard) and increasing the salience of the ‘friendly, 
supportive colleague’ role (by accepting the committee’s recommendations). These findings and normative 
advice (e.g. Cadbury 1992) suggest the role of Chair usually incorporates an expectation that the individual 
will engage in cueing behaviour in order to facilitate decision-making in a timely fashion.  However, the role 
identity that is most salient when the Chair is cueing is likely to have a significant impact on the decision 
making process and so we propose that: 
P4:  Chair cuing behaviour has a significant impact on the role transitions of 
directors. 
External Factors Affecting Transition Effectiveness 
The social embeddedness of a role is central to identity theory (Stryker 1968, 2007).  As the number and 
intensity of relationships that could be damaged or lost if an individual does not act in accordance with a 
mutually understood role rises, so does role salience (Stryker 1968). Consequently, a number of key external 
factors are likely to moderate the relationship between rituals, cues and identity transition.   
9 
Directors are often appointed to their role because of other roles they hold (either informal or formal 
networks and skills) (Kile & Loscavio 1996). For instance, ongoing board membership in some 
organisations is dependent on directors continuing to hold these other roles (for example, a representative 
board member would no longer hold their directorship if they resigned from their host organisation).  
Appointments such as this may blur commitment, making it harder to transition into and out of the director 
roles.   
Similarly, transition may also be hampered by pre-existing social or professional networks between 
directors.  According to identity theory, if directors have pre-existing relationships, there is the potential for 
identity role conflict between the ‘independent’ director role and the other ‘friendship’ role.  It is important 
to note that this may not be a conscious process.  Rather, the number and strength of these friendship (or 
similar) roles may affect salience in unconscious ways. 
Golden-Biddle and Rao’s (1997) findings, highlight there are often unofficial group norms (which may 
represent organisational identity constructs), that provide an overarching context for decision making 
behaviour in the boardroom and may inadvertently impede the transition into an ‘independent’ director role 
due to the expectation that breaching these norms may negatively affect the boardroom relationships.  Thus 
we would propose that: 
P5:  A director’s social embeddedness moderates the relationships between 
rituals or cues and role transition such that: 
P5a:  Directors who are nominated by a key stakeholder (e.g. owner, financier, 
etc.) are likely to require greater ritual or cue intensity to transition to the 
director role;  
P5b:  Strongly connected directors are likely to require greater ritual or cue 
intensity to transition to the director role; and 
P5c:  Boards with strong norms are likely to require greater ritual or cue 
intensity to elicit behaviour that contradicts the norms. 
DISCUSSION 
Given the potential significance of identity and role transitions to corporate governance, it is important to 
explore and understand the types of identity roles that may be salient for directors; how and why transition 
10 
may occur between roles; and whether there are transition rituals or cues which may raise the salience of one 
role identity over another.  Although much research has been conducted on role combinations such as those 
of parent and employee (Friedman 1996), there has been little research conducted on directors’ roles.   
In this paper, we have proposed that individuals transition into and out of their roles as directors.  In 
particular, we have outlined the importance of internal and external cues, and role transition rituals to 
effective governance.  While many of these transition rituals and cues may be unconscious, work on 
unconscious signalling (e.g. Pentland 2008) provides an exciting opportunity to identify and study these 
important moments. 
Furthermore, we propose that it may be possible to cue directors into an ‘independent’ director identity role 
by manipulating situational and social cues and transition rituals.  If successful, a suite of tools and 
guidelines could be provided to regulators and practitioners around what organisations can do to ensure their 
directors are in the most appropriate identity role to carry out their tasks.  Given there are almost as many 
different types of boards that there are types of organisations, it is unlikely that any one tool developed will 
be appropriate for all boards.  However, it is possible that the delivery of future developed tools or guidelines 
could be channelled along a series of questions about board structure such as large/small, high/low 
proportion of independent directors, high/low proportion of representative directors, and type/purpose of 
organisation.  The manipulation of situational cues could be undertaken by examining the effect of physical 
reminders of identity on board behaviour and board dialogue.  Examples of such physical reminders could 
include stationery or emblems relating to the organisation on prominent display; uniform or other dress 
requirements; fixed vs rotated board locations. 
The manipulation of social cues could involve changing the Chair’s physical seat positioning to manipulate 
glancing behaviour, or instructing the Chair to ensure that all comments made during the meeting are 
neutral.  Directors could be required to use company-branded visual presentations and business cards when 
attending specified external functions  to encourage them to act in their role, and to encourage external 
others to interact with them in their role as a director, rather than as other roles they may hold.  
The manipulation of transition rituals may involve ritualising words which unambiguously introduce 
executive directors to present to the Board in their role as company executive, then words which encourage 
these directors to redirect their focus into that of their role as a director. 
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Such a program of study could be of particular benefit to understanding and managing boards which are 
inherently less stable (e.g. those formed for strategic alliance style projects or those facing uncertain futures 
which may challenge pre-existing roles such as those entering new markets, defending takeovers, or 
developing new acquisition strategies). 
For instance, alliances suffer from widespread instability and have a high failure rate, in part due to the 
inability of people to think of the alliance as a strategic entity in its own right (Koza & Lewin 2000).  Das 
and Teng (2000) report that approximately two thirds of alliances experiences severe problems in the first 
two years and that around 70% of alliances fail.  Understanding how to manage the conflicting role identities 
usually involved in the governance of alliances and how to reduce identity role conflict, or manage identity 
role change, in times of volatility is likely to have significant society-wide benefits. 
Assuming most board members are genuinely interested in promoting the best interests of the company for 
which they are a director, initial research could focus on the development of a model or taxonomy that 
defines salient governance role identities along with transition rituals and cues that can be used to transition 
into and out of salient governance roles. 
Further studies could extend this work by investigating the complex relationship that exists between the role 
of ‘director’ and their ‘other roles’ which are also relevant to the director role, the number and nature of 
transitions in a variety of board contexts and whether effective transition is mitigated by personal traits or 
wider social contexts. It would also be interesting to ascertain the extent to which transitions are the result of 
a conscious thought process, or an ‘automated’ response to cues and rituals.  By investigating and measuring 
the level of commitment and salience to identity roles that are enacted when directors are carrying out their 
duties it will be possible to investigate director roles in wider contexts such as the impact of personal traits 
and larger social structures (Stryker 2007; Stryker, Serpe & Hunt 2005) on boards.   
Finally, the role of the Chair also requires specific attention to determine how this role impacts on decision 
making and governance practices.  Research into the verbal, non-verbal, and other cues that a Chair uses 
may have important ritual and cuing effects.  This would provide very practical applications for governance 
policy and also training opportunities.  
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CONCLUSION 
Good corporate governance requires individuals to carry out the roles prescribed by law and uphold good 
management practice. Thus, it is becoming increasingly evident that understanding good governance 
requires us to understand how directors carry out the role required of them (e.g. Daily et. al. 2003). We 
contend that directors’ behaviours and decisions are shaped by the meanings and expectations associated 
with the role that is enacted (Stets & Burke, 2000).  In this paper, we have argued that director identification 
is central to this aspect of governance, as identification with a role facilitates the effective discharge of the 
duties and responsibilities encompassed by that role (Eckman 2004).  Conversely, directors that do not 
transition into the appropriate role identity are likely to, either consciously or unwittingly, behave in a 
manner that is detrimental to the good governance of the organisation.  The observations in this paper 
provide a first step for understanding how independence is enacted in boards of directors. 
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